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No Hay espacio mds ancho que el dolor, 
no hay universo como aquel que sangra. 


Pablo Neruda 
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Foreword 


The poems of Julian Nangle may at first sight appear to be about 
grief over the death of a daughter. Their emotional integrity stands 
out strongly. However, these poems go further than just grieving. 
They reflect, in a memorable way, the human condition — 
especially when events are beyond the poet’s control. They are not 
in the least maudlin, self-pitying or remotely mawkish. They are 
written because of the poet’s need to write — just like the all-too- 
human need to eat. The poet has “been starving / For months, since 
you died.” 


These pieces express the poet’s deep sadness about an event in his 
life that the discerning reader would quickly glean from the 
narrative build-up through the poems. 


If sadness were all that these poems express, they may gain some 
readers’ empathy. They do significantly more than that. 


Nangle’s poetry is about grief, love, despair, hope, clarity, 
incomprehension, rage, acceptance, guilt, innocence, anger, 
admiration, laughter, tears, life, death, memories, forgetfulness... 
He takes his reader on a timeless journey seemingly without end. 
And amidst this panorama of life and death, there are touches of 
wry humour as is seen in the opening quatrain of ‘What Price A 
Ticket To Heaven’: 


What price a ticket to heaven? 
Fat chance I’d know, not bein’ 
dead ‘n all 

But she knows, she must know, 
She bein’ passed ‘way just this 
Fall. 


Julian Nangle also delights in the sheer beauty of language. He 
agonises over each word in order to make sure that it says precisely 
what he wishes it to mean. 


These poems read a little like an impressionistic narrative. Each 
poem stands alone and may be enjoyed as such. However, the 
entire collection, once read, produces a clear reverberating 
narrative of the events that led the poet to compose each piece. 
They are not presented here in any chronological order. They are 
simply listed alphabetically for reasons that the reader can work 
out in any way that s/he wishes. The narrative that emerges 
presents itself as a series of flashbacks to different times 
contributing to the overall powerful series of events over time. The 
reader is taken down a “road searching a journey / that might bring 
some understanding.” 


The dedicatory poem ‘Always’ mixes the present with the past. 
The two time frames appear to contradict each other in the way 
that memories often do. Discussing Heinrich Gerlach’s timeless 
novel Breakthrough at Stalingrad, Carsten Gansel has this to say 
about remembering the past through the present: 


It is a well-known fact that memories cannot create a 
faithful representation of the past. All that can ever be 
achieved is a partial, incomplete and even sometimes 
distorted piecing together of past occurrences. For the time 
lapse between the ‘real past’ and the contemporary moment 
in which it is recalled necessarily means that the earlier 
events are seen and evaluated from the perspective of the 
present. This therefore entails a kind of reconstruction right 
from the start. (Apollo Edition, page 646) 


This dual time frame can be seen in ‘Clairette de Die’ where the 
poet uses the present to recreate the past. However, Nangle’s poem 
goes further than simply allowing the present to ‘pollute’ the past. 
‘Always’ offers a series of perspectives the now-departed daughter 
reports. Her perspective is reported in the present tense. In the last 
two lines, in keeping with the sonnet form, another present (that of 
the ‘now’) is put forward, not only influenced by a past beyond the 
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poet’s control; but as a contrapuntal point to that past — rather like 
two separate melodies heard together — contradicting, whilst 
supplementing, each other. As happens in ‘A Ghost’ or ‘A Grief 
Observed’, a sense of despair is countered with a sense of hope. 
There is a similar effect in ‘A Nurse Mourns’ and ‘Spirit’ with 
their John Donne echoes. 


This simple presentation uses language to create a fairly 
straightforward image or series of images. At the same time, as is 
often seen in Nangle’s poems, there is a deeper and significantly 
more complex meaning hidden if the reader / listener wishes to 
find it; for example, sheer despair is diminished by clutching at the 
cries of “children at play” in ‘Brighton Beach.’ This, along with 
the sheer beauty of his lines, is what makes Julian Nangle’s poetry 
worthy of many readings over time. 


F. H. Mikdadi 
Dorchester 2018 


Poppy 


and other poems 


of grief and celebration 


Prologue 


Gone 


Just as I had to let go of you, now gone, 
I have to let go of these hardly 

written leaves from a branch of a tree 
which withered and died too early. 

I hope they might shine as you once shone 
in the light of a soft sun, 

that they can float and entwine 

with others’ memories 

of you, a koan in life, 

beyond understanding 

of why, how, or if, 

a biography in poems, one by one, 
sometimes mild and at ease 

sometimes wild and demanding. 


Anniversary 


And now it arrives, the moment those of us dread 
when the mirror of our thoughts must be faced. 
There is no shame in tears, we are not disgraced 
if feeling disconnected from the world. Instead 
each memory, caught in the V at the top 

of the heart is allowed its day 

and will express itself in its own way 

at the time when Time once again has to stop. 


The pain of remembering, unsuppressed, 

leaves the hurt’s dressing open and unfulfilled, 
shows the negative film of acceptance stilled. 

How darkly this rite of passage is a wound caressed. 


A Ghost 


He sits, bereaved, on the edge of a borrowed bed 
Somewhere in a country he has not yet visited. 


From the dredged remains of decayed sleep 

He sees, swaying in a breeze of hope, 

A ghost of his lost love quite able to cope 

With the transition she’s encountered, not seeking help. 


She points at him, while angels behind her join her chorus 
As she says, quite softly, “you have no need to grieve for us.’ 


A Grief Observed 
(pace C.S.Lewis) 


The long grey road stretches ahead, 

It is evening, no traffic, everyone is dead. 
A cul-de-sac of memories, of meditation, 
Static, it never reaches a destination. 


Not even the curtains twitch 
Nor do doorstep salesmen pitch 
Their latest idea 

For Utopia — 


There is no point. 


Time enough to ponder highs and lows 
While belief in peace and insight grows. 


The mind with the heart combines 

To navigate a darkened future 

Where each morning brings new torture 

But which, shuffling awkwardly, the soul refines. 


And then, a new landscape, 

One of hope and escape 

Unfolds; a life at last less dispiriting 

A grief observed and now less limiting. 
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A Nurse Mourns 


I am sad to bring such sadness unto thee 
My memory is but apogee 

And now’t I wanted more when on my knee 
Than longer time in her sweet company 


Her eyes upturned to me in guile and grace 
Held all I yearned for in a child’s face, 

That she was but my charge were no disgrace 
So long as I could hold her warm embrace 


When’ ere she played, in harmony and joy 

With her dear friends, even the little boy 

Of Meister Kildred, she would employ 

All tactic that she knew to share her favourite toy 


And now, gone, gone to the Lord above 
This sadness fills me, but so too does love. 
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A Realisation 


How long the eight hours of your death 
the linear night tattooed with grief 
for those who watch you as you sleep 


Each absent breath 
taken by time’s opportunist thief 
returns unseen into the deep 


How long the wait, far, far beneath 
all consciousness of shy belief 
while the disillusioned weep and weep 


How long the eight hours of relief 
before the Tree of Life’s final leaf 


bestows its gift for you to keep 


a vision of all that is past forsaking 
a new day’s sun, a closed eye waking. 
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Black Screen Death 


Black Screen Death, such a ghastly phrase 
to describe a frustration solved in days. 

No solution to yours though, left alone 

in the hospice - except control of your phone 
which you binned in the bathroom 

(we have come to presume) 

accepting your battery really was dying 

and this was the last knot left you for tying, 
the last ‘i’ to dot before you forgot 

the last ‘t’ to cross, to certify your loss. 
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Boat of Dreams 


His boat of dreams capsized last year 
He was sailing along quite happy and clear 
Of land, and of all it represents to him now. 


He tried to refloat, but nothing worked, the bow 
Wouldn’t raise its nose to the surface anymore 
Submerged, disabled, too laden to the core 
With the weight of spilt hope 

Too heavy for the mast 

Now broken in two, unable to cope 

With anything but how life was in the past. 


Perhaps one day a friendly ship will find him 

And will fling him a rope, save him finally. 

But then again, aching in every organ and limb 
Keeps him focussed on his life’s main mystery — 
How it is he’s still alive and she a dream 

Sailing through his heart on the wind and sea. 
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Brighton Beach 
(for Anna) 


She stood and wept 

as he put each foot 

on every steep step 

up towards the road. 

While he gripped the rail of iron 
he rose above the beach 

further out of reach 

from her tender touch. 


Alone, bereaved, 

a child of theirs gone, 

he did not turn back 

for a farewell look 

lost in his world of make believe 
with thoughts only sad men weave. 
He failed to realise 

she watched his every move 

with eyes of love 

no other could give. 


Now, still standing and weeping 
as sight of him slipped away 
she brushed back her hair, 
golden and windswept, 
hearing only seagulls’ cries 
filling the windblown air — 
that 

and children at play 

which she clutched at 
heart-tight 

for safe-keeping. 


15 


Change 
(for Poppy) 


Everything changes, it’s true 

it would be foolish of anyone who buries 
or chooses to challenge the view, 

but how does the 70 per cent water we are 
filter the feelings the rest of us carries? 


Change implies loss 

we do our best to distract, 

we sometimes jump ship 

other times absorb it 

and allow to let slip 

resistance to circumstance, 

mourn changes brought 

by illness of a loved one, 

fragility transparent 

where transparency negates thought 
that responsibility, reason, love or age 
can halt, Canute-like, the unfoldment 
of what is, and its accompanying rage. 
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Clairette de Die 


The sea is angry and white tonight 

Muscular, unpredictable, but I am calm, despite 
The clattering doors and the crying child 

In the row behind, as the waves grow wild. 


We are returning home from our day in Dieppe 

Just you and me; we went to buy your favourite wine. 
We shall drink it, your friends and I, as the final step 
On the journey of farewell to you. The end of the line. 


There are those who may laugh 

All I have is your photograph 

But you are here with me, I know, with my gin in hand, 
Scribbling these words to you as we approach land. 


But to have you to myself this once, 
Before you go forever, is a circumstance 
I could not let pass by. 


The waves are settling now 

And however hard they try 

To whip up the frenzy of the sea 
They do not shake or cause to bow 
This ship of memory 

Carrying our cargo 

Of two dozen Clairette de Die. 
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Closing Time 


It is a well-trodden path to leave it seems: 

You begin to feel ill, the feeling won’t disperse, 
It only gets worse 

It ends your dreams. 


Then the mind plays tricks, a magician moves in 
With new furniture, and a wand that doesn’t work, 
Calling to you, the audience, to pay close attention 
To the pain he’s whipping up deep within. 


He holds you up like a rabbit, a smirk 

Across his face, enjoying the tension 

His Tommy Cooper chaos can employ. 

Then comes a moment of the greatest joy 

When you realise you can show him the door — 
That there is nothing left to endure anymore. 
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Colour 


When your face lost its colour 

and became a pale ghost 

with eyes upturned, 

I knew we had arrived 

at the end. Your demeanour, 
compact, composite, was lost 

in transitional peace 

while my eyes burned 

tears so alive and livid 

there was nothing to replace 

the pain but agony, 

no route out away from the ending 
save a road searching a journey 
that might bring some understanding. 
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Dead 


now I see you 

in a different light 

a light unrecognised 
before you went, 

a light untouched 

a light one day 

we all shall meet 


this light of light yellow 
(buttermilk describes it) 
invites you 


in 


newly dead 

refracted 

for the first time 

outside time, 

I see you seeing me seeing 
you smiling 

a rainbow across your face 
absent of history 

knowing 

saying nothing 

the child in your arms 

now out of your arms 


anew dead life 
but not alone 


full of fun 

full of future 
free from fear 

a guide near, 
here but not here 
you watch 


and are watched over 


overcome by love 

you spear the diamond 
resting in my river 

sparkle above 

and below me 

forever, forever 

my blood, my self, my bond 
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Double Yellow Lines 


The day after you died 

men put down double yellow lines 
along the road outside your house, 
a road just one car wide. 


It was as if they knew 

my drive to visit you 

had become needless, 

that now your star shines 
elsewhere, from a recently 
loosened thread, zone free, 
exclusive to the newly dead. 
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Four Christmas Poems 


(i) The Web 


(.M. Helen Dunmore) 


Waiting 


Until the level crossing opens 


There is nothing to do 


She touches his hand 
Resting on the gear stick 
Strokes it 

There is no reality 

Only surreality 


A man on a bike 

Inches past them 

Catches the wing mirror 
They all smile at each other 
As he re-adjusts it 

Happy in the moment 
Caught in the web 

Of time’s translucent secret. 


(ii) Christmas 


Christmas 

The first without you 
Your sister, mother, son 
In France 


Here your step-nephews 
Tear at the tree 

Shred colourful wrapping 
To reveal their dreams 


My own lie scattered 
Post-presents 
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Across the floor 
Buried amid the paper storm — 
Nothing more to hope for 


(iii) Fishing Poem 


Fishing with hints 

I write without bait 

Watch the float of thought 
Swim in a current of grief 
Hoping you may catch its drift. 


Why I need to is mystifying 
Although we all have to eat 
And I’ve been starving 

For months, since you died. 


(iv) Poem IV 


Four poems this morning so far 

four poems written in forty minutes 

this is too easy 

an earthquake is coming 

cards from well-wishers 

will be falling from the shelves 

of books they are tucked in 

to show visitors how loved we are. 
Robins proliferate, along with snowflakes 
and Christmas trees, all wishing us well. 


Meanwhile, your absence hovers 
in the shadows 

where grievous wounds heal 
sometime tomorrow. 
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Five Months 


While you fought for your survival 

Two women and their dog fought for theirs 
For five months adrift, lost at sea, 

They hoped for some fluke rescuer’s arrival. 


The cancer caught you unawares 

Brought more salt than the sea’s tears 

As arandom ship found the women finally 

And death arrived at your bedside free 

To call on you grounded on your bed 

Your body becalmed, its blood fully bled. 

An early death none can believe, 

One friends and family can only grieve 

Still, five months, five years, five generations on, 
Alive to your spirit and how brightly it shone. 
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History 


(i.m. Keir Francis) 


Feeble words fill the room’s dark duty 

Rain slams against the roof above their heads 
As two friends engage in final whispers 

One, immobile, placid, his face disfigured 
By loss of energy, by approaching death, 
The other, white haired, offensively fit. 


They sit together, close, one last time 

Reminiscing through bleary eyes 

Over past epiphanies and small awakenings 

Resist spinning the tongue like a wheel of fortune 
To see where the arrow of thought lands, finally; 
They know its direction, that nothing can be done 
That any battles to be fought have already been won. 
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In Hospital 


What for’s, what if’s, maybe’s, why’s & is its 
impel a scream in me: “Stop the visits” 

I’m not in a zoo for you to come and stare at, 
please be sensitive, be aware that 

I know little, probably less than you, 

about my illness and what they plan to do. 


Be still, be calm, help me this way: 

let us each live each moment every day 

knowing we know nothing of cast iron importance, 
only that seeds grow and prosper with space and air 
but also with the certainty they carry impermanence. 


Save your creased brow and worried stare 


for those who are frozen and unaware 
that death inhabits everything, everywhere. 
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It’s too late now 


It’s too late now 
The clocks tell no time 
Auden stopped them years ago 


The space you held 

Holds memory by the throat 
As it moves in shadow 

On a cloud of pale illness 
Spilling grief across a bed 
Of words that cry, and cry 
‘I don’t want to go.’ 


28 


Judas 


For what or whose sake do you hold your tongue? 
You, who shared important years with us 

You, who contributed to shaping her when young 
Yet make not a gesture to acknowledge our loss? 
From the position of father to the child who died 
I write to you in hopes that at least you cried. 
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No 5 Bus 


How did I leave you at the bus stop on your own 

Knowing you were unwell, but not knowing how ill, 

Left you to climb to the top of the No 5, to be bumped across town 
Your back and stomach cramping, your face brave but pale? 


Your sister and I were aware, but unaware, 

Unable to reach across your fierce independence 

Your inner strength belying your need for care 

Your illness not specifying its degree of substance 

50% of your body riddled with cancer — 

We didn’t even question, didn’t know we had no answer. 


When later you had died after months of pain, 

Pain even the strongest meds could not contain 

I remembered I’d come to see your sister first that day 
And finding you at her house, failed to make you stay. 
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Passing Time with Friends 


If ever I think of where I might go 

To Limoux, Carcassone, Trebes or Pau 

For lunch al fresco, or to visit a friend or so 
The idea stalls and loses its glow. 


If the thought occurs that I might take a drive 
Across to Brighton to see you, still alive, 

To share one of your meals cooked after I’ve 
Asked how you’ve been, checked you still thrive, 


A cloud forms around me as I realise 

There can be no meal, no meeting, no surprise, 

To have that hope, however hard the heart tries, 
There’s no winning with loss, not even second prize, 


Only the ache of missing you, knowing it never ends, 
Just distraction writing poems and passing time with friends. 
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Poems for Poppy 


I 
(I drove you to your death) 


I drove you to your death - 

Not with any malign intent 

Appropriate to a psychopath. 

I drove you, in my car, to avoid accident 
A taxi could cause 

If they failed to pause 

Over those humps in the road 

Which litter the streets of Brighton. 

I drove you, calmly, so as not to frighten 
You like before, when the taxi hadn’t slowed 
For the outside world’s entrance 

With traffic lights glaring 

And impatient drivers swearing 

As they passed by in timeless ignorance. 
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Poems for Poppy 


II 
(Your last attempt at normality) 


Your last attempt at normality 

Proved fatal — days later you had died. 

But you knew and we knew, sadly, 

You'd have died sadder had you not tried 

To get home to your son and dog 

One last time before life itself left. 

Now hostage to fentanyl, your pain relief drug, 
You telephoned me and asked for a lift. 

It was the last thing you ever asked of me 
And I answered, I answered it gladly. 

So we rode back together to the hospice 
Over road humps (as gently as possible) 
Staring straight ahead, not even speaking 

Of our hearts that so soon would be breaking. 
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Poems for Poppy 


Il 
(The moment of death) 


Later, on Wednesday 20th September, 

As you lay with your head turned sideways 
Slightly, your eyes closed, your mouth open 
I remember, 

Each little breath you took felt, to me, 

Like a triumph 

A victory. You showed the world 

In the microcosm of your hospice room 
What courage you ingested 

With every strike for freedom 

You wrested from your pale frame. 


I shall never forget the feeling 

I had, sitting close to your head, 

As I waited for each breath to be your last. 
It was a feeling of such pride 

That your little body could muster 

The strength of will to keep on going. 


It is not often a daughter 


Shows her father how to die 
But you did, and you did it beautifully. 
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Poppy 


Like a bruised or broken rib 

Grief gets worse before it gets better. 

I thought I could stand and joke and jibe 
About the wonderful Romanian 

Nurse who, taking your blood, 

Made us laugh and throw our heads back 
When she said, mischievously, 
‘Actually, Iam Transylvanian.’ 


But even this can’t hijack the mood. 


The shock of your loss still echoes 

Through the mansion of the life you left behind 

And of the friends and family now gathered, who knows 
If we can catch you in the wind ? 


Who knows how we will cope 
No more with hope 

You’ll pop up somewhere 
Unexpected, unaware 

How much your smile could 
Melt our worries; how your food 
Could feed our hunger 

And our spirit too. 


When you were younger 

You were constantly up for adventure: 
Ireland, dreadlocks, a small tattoo 

You swore was only henna. 

You became a young mother, a single parent. 


And not knowing you knew 

Exactly what to do 

We all soon learnt 

Of your strength, and the lengths 

You would go to, to provide for your child. 
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The work you undertook 

As catering chef and cook 

In the pubs of Brighton, London 

And overseas. The weddings, 

The Corsican Carousel, 

Hurly Burly at Glastonbury 

(A thousand covers a night!) 

The Basket Makers, The Lewes Arms 
Bom-Baynes and St James’ Tavern 
Your own kitchen at Hand in Hand - 
Each of these a challenge and a new found land. 


I never saw you cooking without music playing 
On the small radio in the kitchen 

And there’d always be a smidgeon 

Of some herb I’d never heard of 

Thrown in for good measure, and taste. 


Later, when your knee became too sore 

For you to cook professionally anymore 

You explored in yourself a new creativity — 
A passion for working with leather. 


Then, simultaneously, you chose to care for mothers 
Who struggled with breast feeding, and themselves. 


It was as if the need to feed the world 
Returned to its source in you 

Where, in every circumstance, 

Be it patisserie, breast milk or bechamel 
You always knew what to do. 


And then, finally, through your last trials 
You showed us a new kind of knowledge. 
You taught us how to forage 

Not for food, nor even courage 

As this was there already in abundance — 
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You taught us to pick and choose 
Each moment as one’s last 

To celebrate its brilliant rays 
Without doubt or shadow cast. 
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Projection 


It is not you that you should blame, you are faultless, 
Caught as you are by the cancerous maelstrom 
Waiting for the afternoon army of softness 

To relieve you of incessant, curdling pain. 


An army made up of intravenous paracetamol from 
A small scaffold tower, an octopus on wheels, 

The first link, the last hope, in the palliative chain 
Is followed closely by oxycodone, (morphine 

By another name), before expectation congeals 
Any reality in the room; like a magazine 

Feature might on ‘The best and worst of dying’. 


Visiting you, curled up, feet tucked under in the chair 


I am taken by surprise as I had thought you would be lying 
Semi-comatose, pale and struggling, gasping for air. 
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Remembering 


That you were here 
and now are nowhere 
makes no sense. 


That I must think of you 
in the past not present tense 
defies what feels natural to do. 


Remembering, I find I stumble over tears, 
can only fixate on your fingers and your thumbs 
as they hold each other tight. 


They are so vulnerable 
yet their grip abates your fears 


it seems, as your time of leaving comes. 


It makes it all almost bearable 
but not quite, not quite. 
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Self-Piteous Vanity 


I shall forgo pretence this is for anyone but me — 

I am so sad, how can I pretend it is not fantasy 

To search for comfort through my words being recognised 

As if of use to others? How can others feel the feelings I’ve 
surmised 

Are mine alone, unique, not chips flung down on a roulette table 
To be forwarded on when the wheel spins; whichever way. 


To hell with the world and all who think they’re able 
To comprehend what loss is unless they say 
With humbleness of heart and soul: 


“T cannot begin to know 

And will not take the role 

Of one who does, though 

I do acknowledge yours is a grief apart; 
To lose a child, surely, breaks the heart.” 


It is my own fault that in the past 

I’ve thought to write might ease the pain 

While others, coming to read the poems might gain 
Some insight into what has passed. 


It’s been a self-piteous vanity, a sure-fire miss 
To think anyone could learn anything from reading this. 


40 


Shell 


I dwell in an individual watertight shell, 
occasionally stretching out limbs of love 
attempting to reach something knowable, 
some coolness and comfort, respite enough 

to quell the disbelief, sadness and despair 
which pulses painfully through the heart’s veil 
nudging me endlessly deeper and deeper 
towards a furnace of grief — once a pale 
white smoke-story others less fortunate felt 
now a red reality my own loss has dealt. 


No more light whimsy but steel-eyed truth 
offers hope the shell’s well keeps me fireproof. 


Al 


Spirit 


As the lock on life finally clicks 

And the hand that held the key is held up high 

When its fingers point inward from the mix, 

Only then is there the chance the dance of death might die 
Before the closing speeches on the day 

Conclude the teachers’ teaching is for those 

Who know there is no truth in what they say 

Just for what each of us already knows 

That, around the corner from where the spirit breathes 
Lies understanding that no love loves, dies, then leaves. 
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Swimming the Channel 


Observing from above you must see 
the parallel. 

The process we call grieving is 

not unlike swimming the channel. 


With little enough prep 
we slip into the sea. 


Whatever our thoughts, our plan will 
not come close, can never match up 
to the deep that must be swum 
alone. There’ ll be a time 

when the struggle becomes ugly, 
another when progress feels real 

and reassuring. All this is normal. 


Set on reaching the other side 

a support boat is there 

friends and family 

never distant or too far, 

yet still the stretch of water feels wide. 


Finally, though difficult believing it, 

the foreign land is seen ahead 

and the boat drops anchor in the harbour 
close enough to see the dead 

have stopped waving 

and accepted the throw of their dice. 


Now we can see no one needs saving 


that we can cease our labour 
and shuffle onto shores of peace. 
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Tapestry Of Grief 


Is there more to say beyond goodbye? 
Each day I search for words 

To express the cost. The more I try, 
Anger grows red petals of remorse 
Across the rocks of personal loss, 
Bleeds my lips, finds no alibi. 


With every thought - a remembered joke, a smile 
An almost overlooked anniversary — 

I can argue you are here still, just as sharp, 

Yet am I sure this tapestry of grief 

Reflects the woven ways our lives crossed paths? 


What of the thousand things I missed 
Those dropped stitches, expectations? 


There are those who think such thoughts are natural 
That guilt and regret are the dna of grief 

That soon images will come in stark relief 

To the painful sadness of a threadbare background, 
Will reveal a soft reality where love and belief 
Keep the ties of memory strong and easily found, 
Where before too long fewer tears will fall. 


But I, I question them, I question them all: 


Your death revealed by this needle of fate 
Shows relief, if it comes, comes too late. 
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The Empty Chair 


They are all here. They take turns in the empty chair 
The long dead; and also those recently led 

Astray by friends who, for their own means and ends, 
Took advantage, plied them with drugs till they died 
Through accident, an overdose or, sometimes, worse. 


The older spirits often stay, to make sure every day 

No misinterpretation of the truth takes station 

In the minds of those left, grieving and bereft, 

Who may not understand the geography of the land 
Their loved ones now encompass without time or space. 


The empty chair they occupy eventually comes to signify 
For those left behind, a special place in their mind 
Which no one can begrudge, or living soul dislodge: 

A seat of acceptance, absent of malice and intolerance. 
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The Bereaved 
The hammer blow is only the beginning. 


A close life lost, a life so sweet and treasured, 
gives an unreality to existence 

outside the soul, 

is now a ravaged country bent on mindlessness. 


The modern cultural gaze thins 

its threaded stream beyond the reach of recognition 

to peninsulas of private deprivation 

and offers nothing but contempt to the bereaved 

- a sea of salt for the wound - 

the secret to its success a tsunami of self-absorption, 

a tacit acknowledgement, a wave that rises, then peters out. 


Attending heads nod oddly under the weight of worry 


but the hammer stays embedded, 
a meteor cratered by the permanent ache of loss. 
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The Last Supper 


It happens to us all of course — 

But who’s the one lying in the bed 
And who the one outside in the sun 
Inside their head disbelieving the speed 
And progress of their loss? 


Who is the one who so wishes instead 


It was they sipping the wine, 
They cupping the bread? 
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The Long Silence 


Where does it come from 
this grit in the elbow 

this coarse cry and bellow 
for change and reform? 


Newspaper pages share 
familiar dank gutters 

with redtop rage; splatter 
fuelled frustration everywhere. 


There’s little point expressing 
the hurt feelings I feel 

unless conveying the real, 

the heartfelt, the distressing, 


an experience within 
deep down in my core, 
where a personal law 
has started to mourn 


an expectation denied 

after loss — a dirth 

of some news from a friend, worth 
more than they realise. 


The long silence 
mines anything 
anger can’t bring 
to the surface. 


Once I am hooked 
attempts to understand 
this quiet lonely land 

go unnoticed, overlooked, 
they seem almost bland. 
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The Morning After You’d Died 


The various things you said to me 
tighten like a necklace round my throat. 


‘T’d like to go to the Sanctuary’ 
was one I remembered to note. 


I became aware your progress 
towards acceptance of your fate 
was leading you to meditate 

on the power of prayer, less 

on how you could skirt this jump 
into the unknown by some miracle, 
that you could disappear the lump, 
that you might change the spectacle 
of death that lay before you. 


No, now, then, you chose not to ignore who 


you felt might meet you on the other side 
when you woke up the morning after you’d died. 
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The Wooden Bowl 


After the shock’s ripples slowly disperse 
There is nothing left to hold the sadness. 


He sits down heavy hearted beside her memory 
Takes a wooden bow! of water on his knees. 
Cups its contours, maps its grain, 

Finds it adds to the moment’s armoury, 
Soothes the sharpness of the heart’s pain. 


The wood’s texture puts him at ease 

As he fondles and follows the bowl’s lip 
Inviting his fingers to take a dip 

Into the water — feeling’s fluid metaphor 
For all that’s gone before. 


Soon enough over the edge of this transient well 
Guilt and anger will gather, will gurgle and spill. 
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The Wrong Season 
(for H.F) 


‘You're choked’, an angel said. Yes, that or broken, 
A persistent cough indicating she was right. 


His daughter dying from cancer, with every last word spoken, 
Nothing more to pass forward, no more juice for the fight 
Left him stranded and wounded, a stricken soul. 


Disenfranchised from a father role 

His daughter’s need for it removed 

He continued to dream, to catch his breath, 
Tried to analyse reason 

To make some sense of her death 

But a cold wind still kept blowing. 


His angel acknowledged it was the wrong season, 

That when she learnt the girl had died, so young, so young, 
She heard carols chanted 

Where birdsong should be sung, 

And where summer flowers were planted 

She saw crushed snowdrops growing. 
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There is a Moment 


Before the wind carries off the gull 

To seascapes farther, much farther afield 

Along lines unseen, though smooth and thermal, 
There is a moment, fully concealed, 

Where time stands still and thought collapses 
Into code and binaries which release panaceas 
For life in limbo; gentle synopses 

Gliding to a future that cannot see us 

All the while unlived, though poised and present, 
Not unlike the moon in its waxing crescent 
Blindly pulling time and tides of reason 

Beyond the foreseen to an unknown season. 
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This is a hospice you know 


Like a young sea lion on a slippery shore 
you raised yourself up unable to relax 
and stretched your neck out, enquiring. 


You’d been troubled by some children 
running riot and shouting, 
doubling back and forth from the garden. 


You'd been playing with your lunch - 
some pale slithers of pork in gravy - 
when suddenly you decided to speak. 


You rose up on frail haunches 
and leant over to the parents 
then said clearly, with authority 


‘This is a hospice you know!’ 


Settling back down you acknowledged 
‘I know, it is hard with children, 
Ihave a child myself, but...’ 


They got your drift 
and were swift to leave the room 
while you resumed your meagre meal. 


Dumbfounded and impressed 
you could speak so in distress 
we continued to sit with you 


weak and weary as you were, 


just days before you quit 
the rocks to join the sparkling sea. 
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Time 


On July 26th when you fell ill 

Time stood still, still, through all 

The summer, deep into autumn, October. 
But now Time is running away apace 
Into the winter, shoulders tight, 

A scared look upon its face. 

It is leaving us hanging without a trace 
Of pity, pathos or remorse 

Following its own particular course 

Into the distance, where guilt takes over, 
And love and memory fade into the night. 
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Time’s Thief 
(for Jay Ramsay) 


Over the river crossing planks are lain 
To ease the passage, to add some space 
Lifting the pain the darkest hours can bring. 


The planks can be missed, one step, or two 
And raging torrents take their place 
Adding twists of bitterness and sting 

All thought of action paralysed and blue. 


But coming through, able to contain 

The grief, the loss, _ the loneliness of no, 
Rising above this damaged thread 

Of fate, this defeatist dread, 

A pale form emerges encapsulating hope. 


Time’s thief, life’s silly kaleidoscope, 


Is not real, there is no ball and chain, 
There is no loss from which we cannot gain. 
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Two Gifts 


Your picture touches, kisses your sister’s gift. 
Each, on my desk, lies 
upwards, unique. 
You preferred the background in the past 
but now you come forwards towards your path’s last turn 
and shift 
to look straight at the camera, a finger to your chin, 
covering a smile for eternity, your eyes, 
arrows to my heart, steadfast. 


Your sister, mellower, chose 
to log remembrances, stories from within 
in a tan notebook from Smiths — 
page after page of love for those 
of us still spinning from anticipated loss. 


And now, another photograph, 
your face beaming, laughing even, 
your body, stick insect, left hand mapping 
the drug driver and pump wrapped 
in purple cloth. Your stance 
rooted in now enough 
for me to start praying, 
astride a tree of life, a last dance 
beside a random plaque saying 
‘Captain.’ 


Your sister breaks off from writing, 
answers the phone to me in tears. 


We both know this, your 38th, 
will be the last of your years. 


56 


Untitled Sonnet 


The familiar equilibrium once present is now shattered; 
the change monumental. A conversation, 

a bullet, suicide bomber or doctor, 

they all leave the same mark, a life in tatters. 

The south facing terrace once home to the sun 

now droops in a mist of rain and neglect 

spent blossom smudges the damp wooden boards. 


Where friends gathered chatting, now there are none 
heard by the one in shock. 

He stumbles over minutes to reach hours and days, 
weeks pass as he assembles a facade of normality, 
waits for the pain to release its grip, to unlock 

a semblance of what was, a life in tandem, 

a smile, a companionship, a sweet end-of-day amen. 
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Was It Like That? 
like when arrested 

and offered one call 
was it like that? 

and you chose us 

to tell 

there’s life after death 
certain 

less than one hour after 


all tried and tested 


for us to recognise 
for us to be awake to 


a number plate 
with Maman’s initials 
and your name for me on it 


- E11 PAP - 


was it like that? 
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What Price A Ticket To Heaven? 


What price a ticket to heaven? 

Fat chance I’d know, not bein’ dead ‘n all 
But she knows, she must know, 

She bein’ passed ‘way just this Fall. 


Died of a tumor in the colon she did 
Couldn’t escape it, nothin’ to do 

Just moaned ‘n groaned on the bed 

Till the reaper came and took her ‘way. 

I saw it, I saw it with my own two eyes 
Her breathin’ ‘n all, so sweetly 

One at a time, each lift 0’ the chest. 

Then, sudden, she stopped ‘n 

She lay there so sweet, my little girl, she was. 
And her dog came ‘n licked her 

Say farewell only way he could. 

I’m so tearful now, not eatin’ even, 

Just want to know for myself like 

Please sir, please, 

What price, what price a ticket to heaven? 
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Your loss awake was to my deaf ears denied 


Before the creep of time’s sad tears had dried 
six months had passed since God’s own cockerel crowed 
your loss awake, though to my deaf ears denied. 


And as the sleep of memory implied 
you were not gone, just on another road, 
before the creep of time’s sad tears had dried 


You would be back among us, satisfied 
our love had held its truth, that all was good, 
your loss, awake, to my deaf ears denied. 


Not every night these past six months I cried 
but it came close, keeping at bay the overload, 
before the creep of time’s sad tears had dried. 


Each dawn that came, sunny or watery eyed 
set the mantle for the day ahead, showed 
your loss awake, though to my deaf ears denied. 


And now, half a year on, depressed by every stride 
I take along the banks of rivers that have flowed 
before the creep of time’s sad tears had dried 


I am alive to the sense of you inside 

and realise, at last, I have misunderstood: 
before the creep of time’s sad tears had dried 
your loss awake was to my deaf ears denied. 
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A Sonnet on Your 39" Birthday 
29" August 2018 


Can I revisit, oh that I could revisit 

that day a year ago, those moments of arrival 

in your room, you couched on the bed in pain 

yet smiling across the creased sheets. ‘/s it 

as bad today’ 1 ask. You nod, your smile immoveable 
though the truth on this, your last birthday, as plain as plain 
can be. You were not about to waste it, 

the day for you was not about survival 

it was more, much more to do with passing on a grain 

of hope for us, your family, whose love implicit 

on our faces lay about us as we sought doctors’ approval 
for the fantasy you might come back to full health again. 


But it was not to be, your fate was sealed 
As three weeks later your dying breath revealed. 
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The Well 


I had thought the well exhausted 
the tethered pail in the depths pulled clear 
with no more weight to carry 


Then a wave of anguish grew 
as salt-tears gathered 
and, like a liquid corkscrew, 
filled the well, rich and blue 


These tears spoke of lost love held 
unseen, sometimes forgotten, 
of feelings too raw, 
withheld too often, 
of yet more and more 
steps to climb, 
of yet more time 
to tarry... 
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I am too tired to cry tonight 


I am too tired to cry tonight 
too tired to lift a finger for the fight, 
imagination closed, too tired to dream. 


Kindness tires me even more 

and tends to overwhelm 

when I recall you saying to me days 

before you died: ‘it’s weird but I think I’ll know you always,’ 


that I’d forever live within your heart 
to feel each pulse and be close to your core 
that in going your leaving would not tear us apart. 


But now that you are gone 

I find I pine for your truth, 

and sometimes, doubting you, try to atone 
by searching and searching for proof. 
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Always 


You say you have returned to always, you say 
you smile and dance, see cicadas play, 

you say your body may have burned 

but, you say, your spirit has returned 

to where you can hear music play 

from wherever it always comes 

to wherever it always goes, 

where unconditional love jostles and elbows 
its way into your presence and overwhelms. 
You have returned to always and, you say, 

I shall join you, out of time, one day, 

to a thunder of drums and a hundred ‘now I knows’. 


But here, from where you left, time still crawls 
And I ache with each breath as it rises and falls. 
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Afterword 


About forty-five years ago Octavio Paz told me that love and death 
were really the only two themes in poetry. “And love,” he added, 
“is the impetus for the best poems about death.” 


I was young then, and absolutely sure that his statement was an 
over-simplification of what poetry was. I wanted to argue with 
him, quote at least a dozen examples where neither love nor death 
was present in a poem, but because he was so august, and also so 
kind to me, I didn’t. 


Paz, of course, did not make the statement lightly, and it didn’t 
take too long for me to recognize that a great many of the great 
poems in all languages are about love and/or death. To put forth 
just a few names: Sappho, Dante, Donne, Sor Juana Inés de la 
Cruz, Goethe, Shelley, Keats, Pushkin, Dickinson, Hardy, Yeats, 
Lorca, Alberti, Auden, Neruda, Akhmatova, Dylan Thomas, 
Cummings, Aiken, William Carlos Williams, Donald Hall, and 
Heaney. I could fill up the page with others as renowned. 


Julian Nangle now joins the list of poets who has meshed his heart 
with his craft, and with style and grace remarkably produced a 
sequence of poems that celebrate love in the midst of grief. It is not 
easy to evoke pathos without descending into bathos. Nangle 
succeeds in expressing sorrow over the loss of his daughter without 
falling prey to common-garden sentimentality, clichés or trite 
phrasing. His poems are authentic, without contrivance or self-pity, 
where raw emotion is allowed to be felt and told. 


Nangle, I believe, is aided in his straight-ahead look at the reality 
of suffering by his choice of formalist verse forms to express the 
deep feelings he has. His considerable craft, underscored by a 
fluidity of line, allows him to expand his emotions while 
simultaneously constraining excessiveness in words or phrasing. 
Metre and rhyme are not just adjuncts for expression; they help 
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carry that intensity of loss, allow the terrible beauty of grief to rest 
upon their pedestals. 


This collection, written over a fairly short span of time, is a record 
of the poet’s observations, reflections, deep feeling and memories 
as seen through a thick veil of pain. And yet, these poems were not 
written as elegies. Elegies are supposed to allow us to move on, to 
resolve loss. At the stage in which Nangle was writing, resolution 
was not possible. But by sharing these intimate moments with his 
readers, Nangle may now be able to experience some sense of 
comfort. 


Poetry in the Late Middle Ages was often sold in apothecary 
shops. Along with healing herbs one could also purchase a healing 
book, i.e., poems. That reading and writing poetry was (and is) 
seen as having therapeutic value is not contested. Much work 
written as therapy remains and should remain just that. Nangle, 
however, wisely recognized that perhaps his work could and 
should speak to others, enable readers to identify, be moved, and in 
some cases be able to move on from overwhelming sorrow by 
encountering one father’s personal examination of grief and loss. 
Sharing these poems with the public is an act of courage, perhaps 
also an act of healing. 


Seamus Heaney, in his poem “The Aerodome” wrote: 


If self is a location, so is love: 

Bearings taken, markings, cardinal points, 
Options, obstinacies, dug heels, and distance, 
Here and there and now and then, a stance. 
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For me, this verse sums up Julian Nangle’s collection of 
beautifully wrought poems: Self was the location, as was love. 
This is Nangle’s stance. 


Christopher Sawyer-Laucanno 


67 


Poppy 
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by 
Julian Nangle 
was published in Paris by 
Alyscamps Press 
on April 23rd 2019, 
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The first 25 copies are signed by the poet. 
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Julian Nangle's poetry is about ultimate things. The lightness and transparency of his 
syntax and the gravitas of his subject combined with his natural use of speech 
rhythms and skilful use of rhyme produce a memorable effect. He both contains and 
explodes the mould of poetry into the ineffable, right on the borderlines of what can 
be said. This is a special collection 

—Jay Ramsay 


Julian Nangle's poetry is balm for the grieving soul. The agony of loss is exquisitely 
portrayed yet this piercing collection is beautiful and life-affirming. 
—Anna Pasternak 
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